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IDEOLOGY OR ISOLATIONISM? RUSSIAN IDENTITY AND ITS INFLUENCE
ON ORTHODOX-CATHOLIC RELATIONS
PART I: ORTHODOXY AND THE RUSSIAN IDENTITY
By CatherineCaridi







WhenthelatePopeJohnPaulII waslaidtorestonApril 8,2005,it wasestimated








CatholicChurchis practicallyunknown;andsimultaneouslyto reachoutto theleadersof
otherreligions,in aneffortto engagethemin ecumenicalor inter-religiousdialoguewith
Catholicism.2
Conspicuouslyabsentfromthefuneral,however,wereVladimirPutin,thePresident
of theRussianFederation,andAlexeiII, thePatriarchof theRussianOrthodoxChurch.Each
senta lowerleveldignitaryin his steadasanofficialrepresentative.It wasrumoredthat
whilePresidentPutinhad initiallyplannedto attendthe Pope'sfuneralpersonally,he
I For the Vatican'sofficial list of dignitarieswho representedtheircountriesat the funeral,see
http://www.vatican.vaigplIldocuments/delegazioni-uff-esequie-jp-ii_20050408_it.htmI.Anoffic allistofreligious
















It shouldsoonbecomeclearto thereaderthatit is preciselytheRussianOrthodox
hierarchy'sinsistenceon this correlationwhich formsthe foundationfor their lack of
willingnesstoengagein ecumenicaldialoguewithotherChristians,oreventoacknowledge
thevalidityof theconceptof freedomof religionin Russia. For in a questto restoreto
normalcytheirministryto the Russianpeople,who arehistoricallyOrthodox,Russian
Orthodoxleadershavetakenpainsto ensurethattheiroperationscanproceednotonly
withoutinterferencefromthegovernment,butevenwithpreferentialtreatmentforOrthodoxy
officiallyenshrinedin law. Theycontendthatthisis necessaryforthesuccessfulrestoration
ofthetruefaithinanationthathastraditionallypracticedit forcenturies.
In thefirstsection,I will addressthehistoricalconnectionbetweenbeingRussian
andbeingOrthodox,andthewaysthatthisconnectionaffectedbothsocialattitudesand
imperialpolicies.It is thistraditionalcorrelationthatleadstotheidentificationbeingmade















Finally,lest it appearto thereaderby thispointthattheMoscowPatriarchate's
positionis guidedentirelybypragmaticconcernsandisexclusiveofanygenuinetheological
merit,I will discussin thelastsectionthemannerin whichtheRussianOrthodoxChurch's
ecclesiologydevelopedwithin the Russiansocietyin which it operated. Religious
pronouncementsby membersof theRussianOrthodoxhierarchy,evenwhentheydo not
addressspecific urrentpoliticalissues,canbeseentobeconsistentwiththeattitudestoward
RussianidentitythattraditionallyhaveshapedRussiansociety.Orthodoxtheologyhasbeen
influencedby thesocialmoresof theculturein whichit traditionallywastheonlyofficial
religion.
I. WhatDoesit Meantobea Russian?
RussianOrthodoxleaderscometodiscussionsof religiouspluralismin Russiawith
theassumption,articulatedornot,thatallRussians,quaRussians,houldbeconsideredtobe
RussianOrthodox.On thesurface,it seemsthatthisnotioncaneasilybe refutedwith
statistics.Notonlydocontemporarysurveysindicatethatonlyaminorityof Russianstoday
considerthemselvestobeOrthodox,butanoverwhelmingpercentageof thosewhodoclaim
Orthodoxyastheirreligionfail topracticeit in anyway. "A greatdealof believers(who







in basing missionon the fundamentalprinciple of early Christian
ecclesiology:theprincipleofthelocalchurch.Thisstipulatesthatthechurch
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missionin theworldin general,ontheunderstandingthatnobodyanywhere
shallignorea localchurch...5
In otherwords,theterritoryof theRussianFederation6is underthespiritualauthorityof the
MoscowPatriarchate.Consequently,theRussianpeopleareunderthePatriarch'sauthority
as individualmembersof theOrthodoxChurch. Whetheror not onehasactuallybeen
baptizedintotheChurchis notthemeasureof an individual'smembershipn it. As a




to makesense. Polls consistentlyshowthatthepercentageof Russianswho identitY
themselvesa "Orthodox"is higherthanthepercentagethatsaytheybelievein God. "[I]n
thiscontext,hecharacteristicwhichByelorussia'sPresidentAlexanderLukashenkoascribed
to his ownworld-viewis rathertypical,whenhecalledhimselfan 'Orthodoxatheist.",8
Uzzell,himselfamemberof theRussianOrthodoxChurch,takesaimat '''statistrelativism'
[which]hasbeenlargelyacceptedby thePatriarchateitself. For example,the 'law of
birth'-the ideathatanethnicRussianshouldbeconsidered"Orthodoxbybirth'evenif he
has neverbeen baptized-in effect substitutesa crudelyethnicconceptof Church
membershipfor theOrthodoxfaith'sownhistoriccanons."He notesthat"thegenuinely
OrthodoxRussians...number3 to5percent.'+>
Regardlessof ourWesternperceptionsof theirrationalityof thisattitude,however,
thenotionis deeplyingrainedin RussianculturethatOrthodoxyis anintegralpartof the
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aboutreligionasanelementthathelpstodeterminexactlywhatit meanstobea Russian.
As Komblattputit,thereis




...in an attempto constructa post-Soviet,specificallyRussianidentity.
...Todaythe churchis in theprocessof definingwhat,if anything,is
'Russian'aboutheRussianOrthodoxChurch,andwhatis 'Orthodox'about
Russia.JO
The longhistorybehindthis attitudeis notdifficultto see.Traditionally,in the
Orthodoxworldin general,anydividinglinebetweenone'snationalityandone'sreligion
wasblurredfromtheoutset.As Wittepointsout,"theRussianOrthodoxChurchhas...no
Americanunderstandingof a wall of separationbetweenchurchandstate...[which]are
viewedaspartof anorganicreligiousandpoliticalcommunity,unitedby bloodandby
soil."11
When Rus first embracedOrthodoxChristianity1000yearsago, the religious
authorityof theChurchbecameinextricablyintertwinedwiththepowerof thepoliticalruler.
Contemporaryultra-nationalistAlexandrDuginemphasizesthelinkbetweenOrthodoxbelief




religiousaffairsin hisrealm. In turn,it wasbelievedthattheTsaractuallyderivedhis
politicalegitimacyinpartfromhisOrthodoxy,asonlya truebelievercouldbepermittedto
ruleRussia,a nationof truebelievers.In Engelstein'swords,"At thehighestlevel,the
OrthodoxChurchplayedacentralroleinthelegitimationofsecularauthority."13










religioznoimyslivRossU(Paris:YMCA Press,1989),p. II: "Pravoslavnaiamysl'vdopetrovskoiRusisviazanabyla
isklychitel'nosreligioznoimissieirusskogogosudarstva,sobosnovaniemideirusskogopravoslavnogotsarstva."
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symphony,theharmoniclife of thesecularandspiritualpower,becamea fictionandthe
churchwassubordinatedtothestate."14
Understandablyseekingtomaintainorderandcontrolwithinitsborders,theRussian
statebelievedthatit hadavestedinterestin thereligiousaffiliationof itscitizens,andbeing
"agoodRussian"in thecivicsenseinvolvedinpartone'sprofessionof Orthodoxy.Andthe
conversecameto be acceptedaswell:politicalsuspicion,if notdownrighthostility,was
directedatanyonewhowasnotanOrthodoxbeliever.ThisnaturallyledRussianstoview
Westernerswith a distrusthatwas groundedin bothnationalityandfaith. The many





oppositionto the 'West'-with this multilayeredconceptfrequently
interpretedas Catholicismitself Anti-Catholicfeelingwas not only
inextricablybound up with religiosity,but national consciousness,





roots. It reflectsa formulationof nationalidentitythathasbeencreated





















to therightof foreignersto follow theirown religion. Accordingto Russianlaws,the
OrthodoxChurchwas the official statechurchand it was not possibleto leaveit.
Furthermore,only theOrthodoxChurchhad therightto carryout missionarywork 10
Russia.,,'6
Any of theperiodicmovementsthroughouthistoryin the directionof Russian
modernizationand/orWesternization17 hasinvariablycarriedwith it a pushfor greater
religiousfreedom.In 1905,forexample,RussianswereallowedbytheradicalnewEdictof
Tolerationto leavetheOrthodoxreligionandjoin anotherChristianchurch. Kaariainen
assertsthat"duringthefirstfouryearsafterthepromulgationof thelaw,thenumberof
personswholefttheOrthodoxChurchtojoin someotherdenominationwasofficiallyover




intentionswith its traditionalsourceof legitimacyas thedefenderof the
Orthodoxidentityof theRussianLand. Hencethecycleof reformsand

















seenin Russiatothisday,notmerelyin mattersof religiousfreedombutin other,broader
overturesbeingmadetotheWestthatarelaterretracted-oratleastlimited-amidconcerns
abouthelossof Russiantraditionalcultureandof the(alwaysundefined)notionof Russian
identity.We will seefurther,morerecentinstancesof thispatternagainin thefollowing
pages.
It is cruellyironic thatwith the BolshevikRevolutionin 1917,all religions
technicallybecamequalunderthelaw. TheOrthodoxChurchwasofficiallydisestablished
and"wasforbiddentoengageinactivitieswhichwerewithinthesphereof responsibilitiesof
thestate.Thishada specialmeaningin a socialistsystemof theSovietype,inwhichState
andPartyswallowedup civil society."zoThepreeminentpositionof Orthodoxyin Russian
societyhadbeenendedby thenewregime,whichwasanxioustocreatea newsocietyin the
newSovietUnion.
ThesizeofthesocialimpacthatdisestablishmenthadonRussiamaybegaugedby
thesheersizeandscopeof theOrthodoxChurchneartheendof theimperialera."In 1914,
theOrthodoxChurchhad117millionmembersorganisedinto67dioceseswith130bishops
and54,000churches,withatotalof over50,000clergyof allranks,,,zlnottomentionchurch-











20Harold1.Berman,"freedomof Religionin Russia:An AmicusBrief fortheDefendant,"Emory
InternationalLawReview12(1998),p.319.
21Kaariainen,ReligioninRussia,p. 19.
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theRussianEmpire.Thepresenttermcameintousageonlysincethe1920s.As longasthe





fromall facetsof societyin thefightagainstHitler,it turnedtothebeleagueredremnantsof
theOrthodoxhierarchyto findit: "Withthecrisisof WorldWarII, ...theregimewasin
criticalneedofsuchsupportastheChurchcouldgivetoit,andasaconsequence,aninformal
























bishopsmostloyaltotheSovietstate In 1990hesigneda hard-linepetitionurgingMikhailGorbachev'notto
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new,western-stylefreedomsin law. Freedomof religion,of course,wasnoexception.The
lackof religiousfreedomfornearlytwogenerationshadtakenitstollonthepopulation,as
caneasilybe seenby comparingstatisticsfrompre-andpost-revolutionaryRussia. As
Shchipkovnotes,beforetheBolshevikRevolutionthepeoplelivingin theRussianEmpire
were65 percentOrthodox,10percentOld Believers,8 percentCatholics,4.5 percent
Protestants,6percentMuslims,and4 percentJews. In contrast,surveyresultsfromJanuary
1991indicatethatheSovietpopulationwas22percentOrthodox,0.8percentOldBelievers,
5.5percentCatholics,3 percentProtestants,18.5percentMuslims,and0.2percentJews.
(ThedramaticincreaseinthenumberofMuslims,of course,is toa greatextentheresultof
changesinborders,andnotsolelyactualgrowthamongtheexistingpopulation.YS
A movehadin factalreadybeenunderwayevenduringthefinalyearsof theSoviet
era,to relaxsomereligiousrestrictionsandtogiveall religiousassociationsgreaterleeway,
withtheOctober1990lawguaranteeingfreedomof consciencein theSovietUnion. Article
3, for example,specificallyguaranteesthateverycitizenhastherightto professwhatever
faithhechooses,orno faithatall,andtoactin accordwithhisbeliefs.26Kaariainenpoints
outthatheRSFSR legislatureapprovedthefederallaw"followingthevictoryofdemocratic













grazhdaninasvobodnovybirat',imet'i rasprostraniat'liubuiureligiiuili ne ispobedovat'nikakoi deistvovat'v
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Givenboththesurgein enthusiasmforreligiousfreedom,andthebroadwordingof
the1990law,whichincludedall religions,theimmediater sultof thislegislationcouldhave
beenforeseen:
Almostovernight,Russiaexperienceda phenomenalresurgenceof religion.










of religionsoftencompletelynewto theRussianpeople,posedanundeniablethreato the
identityof theRussianpeopleasanOrthodoxnation.It quicklybecameclearthattherewas
an ideologicalconflict betweenthe conceptof complete,western-stylefreedomof
conscience,andthetraditionalpositionof theOrthodoxChurchin Russiansociety,andthe
Orthodoxhierarchynaturallytookstepstohavetraditionenshrinedin law: "Soonafter...the
MoscowPatriarchatel d a campaignfor morerestrictivelegislation.Debateaboutthe
provisionsof a newlaw demonstratedtheirreconcilabledifferencesbetween,on theone
hand,conservativesand nationalistswho soughtlegislativeguaranteesfor theRussian
Church'sprotection,andon theother,liberalsand democratswho soughtguaranteesof
freedomof consciencefor all confessions.,,30
It is easyto seehereacontemporaryexampleof a waveof modernizationwashing
overtheRussianpeople,onlytobefacedwithobjectorswhostrovefuriouslytobeatbackthe
tidein thenameof Holy MotherRussia. The OrthodoxChurchstronglybackednew
legislationto amendthe1990freedomof consciencelaw,urgingthatsafeguardsbeputin







29DerekH. Davis,"Russia'sNewLaw onReligion:ProgressorRegress?"Journal o/Church andState39/4
(1997),p. 645.
30Knox, "The SymphonicIdeal,"p. 583.
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opennewpossibilitiesfor theroleof the[RussianOrthodox]Churchin theNew Russian
Society.',»)
PresidentBorisYeltsin,however,had otherpriorities. Notingthattheproposed
revisionof thelawwas in violationof a numberof differentinternationalhumanrights
agreementstowhichRussiahadalreadycommitteditself,hevetoedthemeasure.A proposal
withsomewhatdifferentwordingwasthenpassedby theRussianParliament-onceagain,
with thesupportof theOrthodoxhierarchy-but Yeltsin againrefusedto approveit,
returningittotheParliamentunsignedinSeptember1993.
In themeantime,withthe1990lawstillin effect,membersof numerousChristian
andnon-Christianfaithswereableto enterthecountry,bearingwiththemamplefinancial
resourcesfromtheWestto fundtheirevangelizationefforts. But notall of the"foreign
missionaries"enteringRussiaduringthisperiodwerebringingreligiousteachingsthatwere
entirelynewtotheRussianpeople.Catholicshad,asnotedabove,beenoperatingchurches
in imperialRussiafor generations,andtheirrankshadbeendecimatedtoa degreeatleast
comparableto thoseof Orthodoxy."Officialatheismtookits toll moreon theCatholic
Churchthanonthecenturies-oldandfirmlyrootedtraditions...TheCatholichierarchywas







put on holdby PresidentYeltsin's violentconflictwith thelegislaturewhichtookplace
shortlyafterhis vetoof conservatives'econdattempto amendthecurrentlaw.33The
RussianParliamentneverthelesspickedup debateof variousversionsof proposednew
religiouslawsin 1995,withtheOrthodoxhierarchycontinuingtopressforatighteningofthe
existinglaw. Thepositionof theOrthodoxChurchwassharedbyultra-nationalistVladimir
3\ Quotedin Davis,p.647. EllisquotesAlexeicomplainingseveralmonthsearlierthat"Hundredsand
thousandsof verydifferentpreachershaveinvadedRussia,"creating"destabilisation,"evokingtheimageofahostile
militarytakeoverof thecountry. TheRussianOrthodoxChurch, pp. 171and 174.
32Filatov & Vorontsova,p. 96.
33It isintriguingtonotethat"thosemembersof ParliamentwhoremainedundersiegeintheWhiteHouse...
did adopttheamendedlaw,but thisof coursehadno validity." Ellis, p. 190.
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Zhirinovsky,whosedefeatedproposalin May 1995wouldhavedeclaredthattheRussian
OrthodoxChurchwas"thechurchofthemajorityintheRussianFederation.,>34
ItwasnotuntilJuly 4, 1997,thattheRussianParliamentpassedanewbill andsent






wouldnotonlybe in violationof Russia'sown constitutionguaranteeingequalityto all
religions,but would alsoviolateinternationalnormsof freedomof conscienceand of
religion.
Yeltsin agreed,andin a radioaddressto the nation,pointedout that "many
provisionsof thislawinfringeuponthecitizens'constitutionalndhumanrights,legalize
inequalitybetweendifferentconfessions,andareat variancewithRussia'sinternational
commitments."35 TheParliamentwaslefttocraftanotherproposal,whichit sento the
Presidentshortlythereafter.
It remainsunclearwhy,givenYeltsin'sobjectionstothefirstbill sentohimin 1997,
heagreedtosignthesecond.Therearefewvariationsbetweenthetwo. ThePresidenthad,it






religionsattemptingto operateinsideRussia? Article4.1 of thenew law assertsthat
"religiousassociationsareseparatefromthestateandareequalbeforethelaw.'>36This
34 Berman,p. 331. For thealliancebetweenZhirinovskyandtheMoscowPatriarchsee,interalios,
Kaariainen,Religion in Russiap. 135.
35Quotedin Davis,p. 647.
36An Englishtranslationofthe1997law (technicallyknownas"FederalLaw No. I 25-FZ," September26,
I 997)byLawrenceUzzell oftheKestonInstitute,waspublishedin EmoryInternationalLawReview12(1998):657-
680.
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statementis, of course,fully in accordwith boththe RussianConstitutionandwith
internationalnorms.
Yet it is contradictedbytheveryfirstparagraphof thenewlaw,whichimmediately
proceedstomakedistinctionsbetweendifferentreligionsonhistoricalgrounds,settingupa
sortof hierarchyof importance:"...recognizingthespecialcontributionof Orthodoxytothe
historyof Russiaand to theestablishmentand developmentof Russia'sspiritualityand
culture;respectingChristianity,Islam,Buddhism,Judaismandotherreligionsandcreeds
whichconstitutean inseparablepartof thehistoricalheritageof Russia'speoples" The
1997lawinstantlymakesa distinctionbetweenthosereligionswhichit declaresto have
traditionallyexistedwithintheRussianFederation,andthosethatarenotheldto haveany
historicalconnectionswiththeRussianpeople.
The distinctionscontinue,as articles7 and 8 distinguishbetween"religious
organizations,"whichcanobtainlegalpersonalityby registrationwiththegovernment,and
"religiousgroups,"whichhaveno abilityto achieveequallegal status. A religious
organizationmustberegisteredwiththegovernmentassuch. To beregisteredwiththestate





thata namemaynot includethewords"Russia"or "Russian"unlessthereligionhasbeen
operatinglegallyforat least50yearsonRussiansoil. In practice,theonlyreligioncapable
ofmeetingthesecriteriaistheOrthodoxChurch.








the Forum 18 organization,foundthatsubsequentto the implementationf the new
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prove15 years'existencedid not extendto thoseaffiliatedto religious
organizationsregisteredat the federallevel....In responseto a further
complaintby the Moscowbranchof the SalvationArmy in 2001,











embracedfull freedomof religion,becominga signatorytovariousinternationall wsin this
regard-onlyto proceedto quashfull freedomof religiousexpressionin thenameof
historicaltraditionand underthe guise of preservingstatesecurity:"such internal





Lawsymbolisesmuchof thehistoryof Church-Stater lationshipsin Russia. Therecurrent
Russianhistoryof modernisingandWesternisingbreakthroughsandsubsequentretreatsto
the indigenousoil seemsto havebeenat work in the controversiesover legaland
administrativeregulationfRussianreligiouslifeduringthelastdecade."39 Thepatternof
liberalizationandlaterbackpedalingclearlycontinues.
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III. TheologyUnderlyingtheActionsoftheRussianOrthodoxHierarchy
Thereis no questionas to themajorroleplayedin thecrackdownon religious
freedominRussiabythehierarchyoftheOrthodoxChurch.It wouldperhapsbetemptingto
ascribethistonothingmorethana combinationof politicalposturingandpowermongering,
by churchleadersintenton maintainingOrthodoxy'straditionalplaceat the topof the
Russianreligiousheap.It wouldalsobeincorrect.





difficultfor it to havea neutralattitudetowardsnon-orthodoxreligious
movements.RussianOrthodoxyregardsitself as the only orthodox






thetruechurch This attitudemakesa trueecumenicaldiscussiondifficult























insocietyin general,aswellasontheroleof theOrthodoxChurchin contemporaryRussian
societyinparticular-arolewhichisgroundedinhistoricaltradition.
Heretheunderlyingassumptionsthattheterm"theChurch"is synonymouswiththe





principleof thefreedomof conscience"in 11I.6:"Theemergenceof thisprincipletestifies





We canseeherethelogicalapplicationto contemporarysocietyof theOrthodox






But if thehierarchyof theRussianOrthodoxChurchdoesnotwantto seefull
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religionoftheRussianFederation,andthattheexistenceof anofficialstatechurchinRussia
bere-establishedasin imperialtimes.







This moreor lessofficialpositionof RussianOrthodoxyhasbeenarticulatedby
MetropolitanKirill of SmolenskandKaliningrad.As headof theMoscowPatriarchate's
Departmentfor ExternalChurchRelations,Kirill actsas PatriarchAlexei'schief liaison
betweentheRussianOrthodoxChurchandotherChristianreligions.In 1999Kirill asserted
bluntlyat a conferencein Italythat"we arenotstrivingto resurrectherolewhichthe
OrthodoxchurchexercisedintheRussianempire.Thechurch'sdependenceuponthestate...
is sodetrimentaltothechurch'sownmission.In thissense,theseparationof churchand
state...is unquestionablyfavourableto the church,and we will alwaysinsiston this
fundamentalprinciple.'>45
Bothoptionsin aneither-orsituationappeartohavebeennegated.If theOrthodox
leadershipsopposedtothefull religiousfreedominherentin awestern-styled mocracy,et
atthesametimeis similarlyopposedtotheestablishmentof Orthodoxyastheofficialstate
religion,whatis left? Kirill claimedatthesameItalianconferencethattheOrthodoxChurch
seeks"thatnewmodelof cooperationbetweenchurchandstate,whichwearepresenttrying
toachieveinRussia.''''6
The practicalspecificsof this"thirdway"arelessthanclear. Van derZweerde
attemptedthesameyearto address"thefundamentalquestionwhetheror not'civilsociety'
and 'nationalreligion/church'mustbe seenas pointingout two mainalternativeand
incompatibleroadsforpostsovietRussia,,,47suggestingthatperhapsyetanotherpathmay
44Knox, p. 580.
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exist.Raisingthepossibilitythatheideaof civilsocietyis"fundamentally'eurocentric,'"he
exploredthetheorythatonemightbeableto constructa uniquelyRussianversionof civil
society,includingin it specificelementsof Russianhistoryandtradition,suchasthepre-
eminentroleof Orthodoxyin Russiansociety. In theabsenceof anyconcretepractical
examples,vanderZweerdeaddressedthenotionin highlyabstractterms,andconcludedthat
"it is certainlyworthwhiletotakeintoaccounttheOrthodoxtradition,andtoseekin it part
of theconceptualbasisofcivilsociety,butthatdoesnotcompelonetoconstructanOrthodox
visionof it...nordoesit necessarilyeadto a specificallyRussianvision:it mayjustaswell
addanothershadeto a 'universalidea.",48His suggestionwouldno doubtbe lessthan
popularwithintheMoscowPatriarchate:
If theOrthodoxtraditionis to bepartof theculturalandspiritualbasisof
civil societyin Russiaand EasternEurope,it will haveto reformand
moderniseitselfalonglinessimilarto thoseof, for example,theSecond
VaticanCouncilin theRomanCatholicChurch To thinkalongthese
lines...pointstoamodernisationfOrthodoxyasit existsasaChurchtoday:
it meansto leavethecage,toflyabout,andtocommunicatewithbirdsof all
feathers,includingotherChristiandenominations,so-called'newreligious
movements,'nonbelievers...49
And thereis no reasonto believethatsucha radicaltheologicalrevampingof Russian
Orthodoxyofthistypeisaboutotakeplace.
48 Ibid., p. 34.
49 Ibid., p. 41.
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